DOCUMENTARY 


Mike Hoolboom 


Naming 


Documentiry: dows & realy iat? The momentum ofthis word, fd 
down tke a trump card over and again, forscloses any further 
thought. Thare are festival around the word gathered undemeath 
this word, as if for shade and shelter. Thera is na need to ask any 
longer where we are, or why, all his can be summoned in a wor: 
‘documentary. For some itis # cred, a way of fe. The documentary, 
for at MTV likes to name their excursions into the gan: the real 
‘World The name marks a ine, a Fame, betwoon the abjecive word 
land is ftonal doubles. Lao Tzu, a Chinesa write bom too ealy for 
the documentary (anjone raised before the advent of his practice i 
‘necessarily fictional) writes: The name of a man is a numbing blow 
‘fom which he never recovers. 


Documentary ts naming is 2 ficion, a consensual hallucination. But 
Wwiny not use it here fora ite longer stop into is looking glass, and 
‘when were done with it well step aut of the mior. Though re-onty 
Wont dover us tothe “real word” only another miror where we fea! 
at home. Sil in search not for images of realty but the reality of 
images. 


Do we have to make a choice? Alight then. If he hie me and 
‘ives ma a black eye i's documentary. Whan ! explain i later to 
friends iis already fetion. The memory, the second time around, 
the aftermath, even the black eye, all ha is fetion 


Boredom 


Documentary enly happans when fm bored. When im nthe high 
Impact moments of my fe, experiance attains the veloc ofthe 
‘movies. In that final perfect fuck, the screaming break up, the fist 
time I saw the white light coming fem Tom's face. When | am 
‘bored (nearly always), while | am wating for my computer o start, 
for the vain 10 arrive, or tha starwal to got tied of tself and stop. 
these small and unremembered moments which make un most of 
iy fe, are documentary, ne more, no les. From these moments 
T'don' expect hapay endings ar any Kind af ening at al. They 
{ust go on and on 


Shadows 


lam the shadow of my movies. I's not what | want. What | hope 
for one day, eo become the shadow of my books, but | dant 
hhave books yet. So Tm setting in as a sihouetla, a. ghost, 
following the trail of picures and sounds who knows where. 
foften get in the way, 1am not yet enough of a specter, a dark 
‘double, an image, to know how to follow. 


My best fiend is not transparent to me. We have known each other 
‘ince we secraty fll n love almast henty years ago, twas a secret 
‘we wore careful to keep from ourselves. We have sunved her bo 
‘martiages and how many breakups and my passing hopes and 
heabreaks and the birth of her child. | never understood why people 
‘ver wanted children until she explained thatthe act of birth was 50 
painful so catastrophic, she woke up after years of being asleep. No 
‘matter what happans now, she has hed her body retumed to her. We 
talked about everything unl sharing a catastrophe two New Years 
‘390 and we havent said a word to each other since. Not that Ive 
‘ven up hope, not at all. But my best fend isnt transparent, the one 
Tenaw the best and leat, all at once. Two years now and we cant 
‘seem to manage "Hello, how are you We cart even pretend to be 
people any more, 


Let me ask you a question. What if you wanted to make a 
{documentary about my fend, or even about our newfound talent for 
fot speaking? After meeting her one aflemoon over coffe and 
‘maybe a denk or three you might think hey, this isa realy bright 
complex, funny, sad, beautiful person. And wit if you decided night 
than, as you looked into eyes so blue they'd never show on a 
camara (bolove me IVe tied, they don't make-computer chips that 
‘an read thal kind of blue) what if afer looking into those eyes you 
‘ecded that even i your movie was ten hours long you wouldnt be 
bie fo tel er story. Nol even a smidgen of the darn story. And you 
nit want ta pretend either. Here, this is everything, now you know 
‘tall. Thats what every public frame (the stage, the movie screen) 
‘demands. Above all (a8 the saying goss, evoking a god, oat least, 
the omniscient viewer) be clear, delver the speaker (In this instance 
‘my best tend) as clearly as possibe, don't leave mein the dark 


But how would you make a documentary which allows the mystery of 
her fo remain untouched, to be able to offer a story as if # dosent 
‘sland infor everything lof unpictured, the rest of her Ife for instance, 
fr evary moment af te past which didnt make iinto the frame. How 
te make a documentary which doesn naed to control and contain, 
‘oping down its subject like some wid, untamed thing which requires 
‘coral and a brand? 


‘The temptation wile making a movie isto lay all those hard won 
moments up into sound byte certainties, tum documentary into 
fton, knowing thatthe audience (Ike me) has no pationce at al 
Dont make me wai. This is what is going Lough my mind on the 
‘way tothe theatre (I don ike to travel, | only want to ative). | dan 
‘want to sit in the seat and experience the show, | want to have the 
fexperince behind me. I want to know what i is ala, to have 
{ouched the thi 4o have everything in te pat. | want ta surrender 
to the darkness of the theatre but not to my own darkness, that i 
nothing but culty. You cant expect me to pay for that, evan ifthe 
‘show wera free the cast would be foo high 


Specialty Channel 


‘After sesing that specialty channels exist entirely dedicated to got 
‘new horizons beckoned. If they can sell 24 hour go, surely i would 
‘bs possible fo begin a channel forthe kind of documentary you would 
‘make about my fend. Opaque documentaries maybe. Imagine @ pal 
you might have had in high school who was a tile unsure of 
themesives, reliing and unformed. Perhaps your documentary could 
lok tke this, @ shy documentary which doesn' surrender its secrets 
right away. Maybe never | would like fo propose a specialty channel 
for shy documentaries. 


Nightly News 


\ 


‘The most common experiance of the documentary is the nightly 
newscast. The views ftom abroad. the successions of easter 
(sometimes local, sometimes intemational—if its a bed day, its 
news). But corporata: mergers have. put newsrooms back ito the 
tentrtainment business, so reporting in most countries is litte mare 
than an extension of ruling class mores undersning the necessities of 
femaire. When the CIA. overthrew Iraq and. then Guatemala, 
Eisenhower lied about i. Kennedy told a press conference that he 
\wouldn't invade Cuba a week before going in, Johnson manufactured 
the Gulf of Tonkin incident to escalate the war in Vietnam, Nixon 
‘bombed! Cambocta in secret, None ofthis is @ surprise. The surprise 
is that government officals are stl appearing on a program called the 
news. The surprise i that nothing has changed 


upL LAWSUIT 


“The documentary is often called upon to fil the holes left by the 
‘news. This certainly leaves ita lo of room to aperate. | come 
from Canada, a country which imagines most of the est of the 
world as a mirage, excopt for Amenca of course, whichis more 
‘al than the placa we Ive. Is it possible thal so litte occurs in 
‘most counifies (or ouside of Washington) that they never appear 
in foreign news excopt during wists by frst word loaders or other 
‘aural disasters? 


Documentaries are the one genre of the movies which have baen 
reserved for the global underclass, rendered visble at last by the 
‘well meaning cameras of the frst word, leveled al the garbage 
‘dumps of Ria, the slums of Calcutta. The voyages of discovery 
Undertaken by Europeans in centuries past are being replayed in 
‘many ofthese efforts. And yet. 


[As someone who comes from @ mademist backdrop | feel ashamed 
‘when I sae these movies. They seem so necessary, so urgent in 
{hair distress. How could anyone permit this much suffering, that's 
wat think, and what can I do about i? And even though Ive just 
Watched an excruciating seven hour recounting of a preventable 
{genocide {have to cut my toenails and hand wash my naw shirt and 
then I forget all about it Though i's not the fault of this movie that 
|e got shits to wash, ft the purpose of art to deepen aur empathy 
‘and compassion, fo maka us feel mora human? This what tll JP 
GGorin ata hotel bar and he laughs and he's not laughing with me. JP 
says this is classic liberal pabulum fm serving. Dont be footed or 
fooled again he warns. Most ofthis work Keeps the Other at a safe 
remove, reducing tham fo a pathology dished up exclusively insige 
the fame of thelr victimized stata. Never mind the other tacks of 
their fear, the movie existe as an exclusive delivery vehicle, Oh by 
the way Ihave AIDS, ifs the only thing you need to know about me 
Hor parents wore slaughtored in Rwanda. My son is a prostiu 
“This fs how JP puts i. swinging the words off his gangster voice 
which sounds tke Meyer Lansky raised on Mark. Making 
documentaros is a question of distance, JP insists, most fims cant 
find the right distance to thei subject-hey'e eithar too far away or 
{00 close (hardly know you, why the close-up frowns?) 


(On the ather hand these scenes ofthe underclass ara almost entirely 
fbsent from the sthimsies of what used fo be called the avant-garde. 
YYideo art. Fenge movi. Call t what you wil, te liberal pabulum 
industry ramains one ofthe faw places where the miserable may find 
2 voice only for an hour, only inside an il considered montage 
land bad infenfons. Even then. Even then isnt i OK? JP says 
‘bsoluoly not. He feels these movies are an extension ofthe class 
war (the poor remain far away, part of someone else's world). They 
2are part of the perverse project that Chomsky has besn outining for 
‘2 couple of dacades now, the way poor people subsidize the rich. 


For my part Im stil hoping thatthe lessons of the emulsion benders, 
the ona who hava been busy faking apart the apparatus, might put 
i together again inthe slums of Calcutta or the slums inthe home 
town. AS | sip my long cool Soogoo in the shade of a nasty looking 
after hour haunt, | hope thatthe long distance feeling between form 
{and content might begin to close, even a litte bit. And then is time 
for another drink. Ang then another. Nothing's happening here and | 
‘wouldn't have it any other way. havent come here to forget but to 
Du off anything new from happening. And its working too well 


| meet Sammi again in Seoul at a fim festival where he is 
immediately at home. He talks to everyone, and when they leok at 
him in bewlderment because they dont speak Engish he trios 
Finnish, he talks with his hands, he buys them a drink. Ten minutos 
‘after doplaning he is more at home here than people who were born 
{and bred. In belwoen Bowing and posing for photographs with 
‘Srangers who are his new bes rand Sammi tls me that he's spent 
the last throe years working on a 40 minuto fm called Fokus which 
reworks 2 movie his grandmother shot in Inia. | guess his family 
ted to live there. Now Sammi lives in thal pictures. The images 
were made one aflemoan in a strest procession af the Maharajah, a 
puppet goverment putin place by the Engish rulrs. The orginal 
footage is not particulary aresting, bt Sammi moves his eye inside 
the frame and picks out deta the side ofa face, a hand, and most 
Of al he look, he lets us look at these paople looking, granting us a 
‘View of tha audience and of ourselves, 


Eating usualy occurs as a colision between two evenis, but 
Sam's cut decomposes these frames and re-orents them ane 
otal at a time, drawing together moments of attention untl each 
frame unfolds as a story of looking. Three years It fakes him to arrive 
alts approach and to apply i. The approach, this i the important 
‘hing. thaugh that's not how Sammi pats the just shrugs and walks 
back Into the present. The approach is the place where looking can 
begin. I's not aleady there, needs to ba found or earned, the false 
sullors cast away. It can take three years of aven longer. The 
pictures we see daily which pass for documentary, the rightly 
newscast for instance, dont come fram a place which requires 
‘approach, and as aresul they aro unable lo produce pictures at all 


Inthe washroom | stand a he stall which has small movia posters of 
Burt Lancaster and John Wayne, men's men in the men's room, 
looking me right in the eye. Lite wonder Sammi uses the stall 
Instead, closing the door behind him. Over the noise of the automatic 
flushers he tals ma, "I dont fim people" When | ask him what be 
‘maans he can only repeat, "I don't fm people. It makes ma fe 
Uncomfortable” In ther words, Sammi fs busy making an approach. 
He hasn' given up. he's ony trirysomething afar al, one day he wil 
‘now the correct distance to take with a speaking subject, and then, 
‘and only then, wal he fm someone. Untl that mament arrives there 
fre movies which need fo be looked at again, landscapes and 
buildings which require lensing. Allthese also require approach, 


Does dacumentary happen inside the body ar any outside of? Stan 
[Brathage often insisted that ha was the mest ngorous documentary 
fimmaker because he granted an image to the frngs of neural 
‘explosions and call ows which lay atthe root of seeing. The outof- 
focus abstractions and latice work of scratched, baked and painted 
fim in his oeuvre (which consumes most of his practice in the last 0 
‘decades, and to which he forever rsisted the label "abstract he fl. 
\wore documentaries. The picture behind the piu, a rush af silver 
lust and dark comers. This is what happens inside the body, the 
|mage that emerges in response fo exterior phenomena. Why i that 
{were prasented with my own Kidney of ver, | would? be able to 
recognize them as my own, pik them out of @ police line up and say 
yes, that’s mine alight. Or even: thats me. 


A picture is always centered, it appears before the eyes organized 
‘according fo the hierarchical gestures of perspective. This fs Row the 
‘camara’ lenses are made, inorder fo cena the viewer. The viewer 
‘Bppears_in the middle of each frame, SONY and JVC and 
PANASONIC have insisted on i. Sometimes, when I watch a 
‘documentary, this is all | am able to eee, fa act of canterng. The 
director (who is increasingly the camera person) is unable to get out 
Of the way of the movie which is tying fo be sean. This is because 
the director is also stugging towards visibilty, so the camera 
becomes a tool to stage his struggle (es, i's usually his) K's what 
the manufacturers had in mind afer a, the frst thing the camara 
‘shows isthe one who looks. The camera says: see. Not: this is what 
|'see. Tiss the mast common mistake made withthe video camera 
People who use them imagine that the world outside appears In a 
flash, an instant, but what occurs tothe camera frst af aly all the way 
bbackin the camera factory. i the person behind the lens. The subjact 
is born in the camera factory, that's why these multinational concerns 
‘make the big money. Three chips and a zoom lens that takes you all 
the way back a childhood. Frame after frame. Feld afer fl 


Movies Without Pictures % f 


Fr fst workers digital vdea is low cost, DIY eccurranca, realizing 
atlast the utopian dream ofthe 1960s, that everyone could own the 
means of reproduction. Instead of cos fm labs: anyone can doi 
0 anybody does. I recently watched a feature doc onthe plight of a 
vanishing people in a remote area of Europe. It was his fst fim and 
Tae surprised t2 learn fot that vias so long and that ha had 
decided to shoot i himeall He had naver shot anything before but 
With all hose automatic features on the camera, hey, who else can 
you trust? And besides there was no budget. When! finaly saw the 
movie there was nota single picture init, ot one image that showed 
anything because he did't know how to look. This used to be a feat 
But no longer, and its a knack man have fo an exponential power 
‘compared fo women, the knack of producing’ 90 minute, movies 
without pitures. 


“The problem with the DV camera is that delivers what looks ike a 
picture right away. Before the shooter is able to sea anything the 
‘iia camera siready has a picture. Or a east delivers something 
\which show up inthe viewfinder, which isthe place a picture would 
be i thare was ane. But these are not plelures, they are pointers, 
they only look tke an image. Thay ara an image of an image. They 
outing the place an Image would stand if here had been an 
Spproach, i thara was time above all to look. Instead the gal 
‘camera is mos offen used as a substitute for looking. The camera is 
nol raed fo ook, but fo avoid tha tral of looking. The cost of 
looking. The camera is pointed in order to look away. | can assure 
you that even as you are reading this there are people out on the 
Stoel right now urging tape abress the heads of their cigial 
camcorsers, avoiding the task of looking, busy day and night 
because. they” are tourists of looking, of else they have been 
‘commissioned by telavision which means they are. professional 
tourte. Thase makers are paid to share thir abit for nat looking. 


How many people could draw from memory a comer oftheir living 
room? Or describe how it appears diferent in the morning ight? In 
2 well quoted scene from Notre Musique, a student asks Godard it 
Small dial cameras wil at last deliver onthe utopian promises of 3 
new cinema. Godard doesn't budge in response, he naver says a 
word. This sence is also a picture, na which is increasingly eificult 
{o fin in the dala streams of tha cigial devolution. 


Tops and Bottoms 


Fiction is for tops, documentary for bottoms. The director of fiction 
says put tha tree hare, the front door over thera, the actor stands by 
the window. The rector of fiction commands. and tates Thay 
‘reals a world lage enough for strangers around the word to lve in. 
Bult is always thelr wort 


‘The documentary director, on the other hand, laame to accept the 
world as it already is. "Oh yes, of course, certainly thats ll right 
“Think ofthe perfect guest, anything you make for dinner is fine, every 
conversational gambit works, this isthe documentary filmmaker. She 
fr he is a follower, a shadow, someone whose task it 10 admit 
‘Soma part ofthe world as it presents ial 


‘The documentary maker bends over and the world enters them. 
Chance encounters, happenstance and surprise are their 
playgrounds. “Oh ook,” someone says, invariably a stranger. they fi 
thet fe wih strangers, and then they look They make trips whose 
lstinaion is unknawn, and ftom which there aro no relum fares. 
\Whan you come back, you never arve at the same place 


‘This division between tops and bottoms is what makes Thailand's 
Weerasethakul Apichatpong so precious. Sure he makes fiction 
‘movies, but he's a bottom. He refuses the certainly of his om 
‘imagination, leaving it to others to decide. Not tha's he's woak-wiled 
for anything. But afier going through the agony of raising the 
necessary money, he allows others to determine, to an unusual 
‘Oxent, what wil fil the screen. This openness is, curiously enough, 
fracisly what makes him an "autaur”in other words he ig abla to get 
Something of his singularity, some of the unspoken mystery of 
bisa, ll the way over onto emulsion and he's able to do it not by 
singing me me me, but by admiting the wishes of ethers. tt should 
‘come as litle surprise that the formidable ego formations which drive 
‘most -slonjand” enlorpises produce generic, indistinguishable 
product. The money lenders have taught them wel. 


“The practice of documentary is the most terfying for me, because 
among all of cinema's many genres tis the only one which imagines 
‘tz maker doas not exist, After 'm dead the world wil go on just as 
‘ofore, and this fs what i looks like: as @ documentary. may haunt 
fone comer of t with my camera like a ghost, rating and wheezing 
Sind tying to create ae much noise as possible in order {0 remind 
‘hose sill busy faling in love and out of i thatthe dead are walking 
slongeige us. This is what t means to maka a documentary. Step by 
Stop. There is a world whore | am already dead, every mamary of me 
Carefully expunged, the objective, non-fiction world af the 
documentary. Is any wonder long fori, dread &, embrace and 
recoil”? 


In My Room 


‘Some people put a lot of thought into the song which wil play at their 
funeral For my mother it wil be Leonard Cohen's If t Be Your Wil, a 
tune I played obsessively in my adolescence and then never again 
For Richard Keer only one tune will do, the Brian Wison penned, 
‘Beach Boys number In My Room. Last night | was listening to the 
Boys’ tune thinking of Richard dying and wondering," t possible to 
‘make a poitical fm without leaving your room?" Alone, sans props or 
the confessions of neighbours and fnends. Is i possible to make a 
documentary about the way someone looks out the window in the 
rnewy emptied Gaza Strip for instance, and never mention the word 
‘Jew of Palestinian, but stil manage to describe the entre political 
landscape by looking with maticulous care and precision? I know I 
ceanit do i, not yel, but there are other rooms closer to home which 
ve stare with tying to rae the level of attention inthe ight of the 
familiar, to find the right speed and proximity wih the people around 
‘me. This is also documentary. Of course, lke most poople, | am 
‘always threatening to became a character familar from the classics 
fr prime tie sitcoms. ian happen so quickly, sometimes with the 
tum of a phrase ke this lave you. Buti doesnt have to go down 
lke this: With my bestfriend for instanca. One cay we wil find a way 
to bogin again, to say the fist words to one another once more. And 
‘when that ay arrives | wil have found what JP Gorn ealle the proper 
land necessary distance. I will ba able to make a documentary or fall 
Im love or speak to my best frend. Ifs the same thing, ts exactly the 


“The truths the thing invented so | could lve." 
(auss, The History of Love) 


Issty Roos, 


Image Not Avaliable 


